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ALFALFA. 
SYNONYMS.- Alfalfa, (Medicago sativa), is also . known as Lu-
cerne, French clover, Mexican clover, Lucerne clover, ChiliaT,l clover, 
Brazilian clover, Spanish trefoil, purple medic, blue snail clover, branch-
ing clover, Si"cilian clover, etc., but is commonly called either by its 
Spanish name, alfalfa (from the Arabic, aifafa) or by its French 
name, lucerne. 
ORIGIN AND DISTRIBUTION.- Probably a native of Western Asia, 
·t was introduced into Southern Euro~e certainly long before the time 
of Christ, and probably not far from the invasion of Darius of Persia, 
ft-90 B. c., hence the name medicago, from Media. It was long a staple 
crop in Roman agriculture, has been grown extensively in Spain under 
its Arabic name, was introduced into_ Europe about x6so, but was 
never a favorite crop in that country. It spread to the Spanish prov-
inces of South America and in 1853 came to California from Chili, 
;whence it has spread over a good part of the United States from Colo-
ado westward and southward. It has long been cultivated in small 
amounts in the eastern states under the French name of lucerne, but 
· n the West it is best known under its Spanish name, because of the 
anner of its introduction. 
DESCRIPTION AND U SES.- Alfalfa has a perennial root supporting 
branchi_ng stem 1 Yz to 3 feet high, clothed with narrow, light 
green leaves and bearing flowers generally of a deep purple, though 
often approaching white. The seed resembles that of clover, and is, 
MThen fresh, of a yellowish green, rapidly darkening with age to a 
eddish brown. 
Alfalfa is not a clover though it is closely related botanically and 
lls precisely the same place in agriculture. Both are leguminous, i.e., 
ear the seeds in little pods, and both are supported by extensive devel-
PII_lents of roots which are supplied with the so-called tubercles, the 
home of bacteria that have to some extent, at least, the power of fixing 
the free nitrogen of the air, so that the land has actually acquired fer-
tility by growing the crop. Alfalfa is the deepest rooting plant known 
to agriculture and even more than red clover does it bring potash and 
phosphoric acid from the lower layers of the soil. In every respect, 
therefore, the uses of alfalfa and of red clover are identical. Though 
great· variatibn is noted as between individual plants, as with clover no 
varieties are established, and there is but one sort of seed in the market 
except as to age and quality. 
NATURE AND PECULIARITIES.-The yield of alfalfa under favor-
able conditions is enormous, and as many as four cuttings have been 
taken, the first yielding about 2 tons per acre, the second 2 Yz, the third 
1 Yz, and the last about 1 ton. In Illinois, however, we must be satisfied 
with rather fewer cuttings and a lower yield. 
As would be expected, a plant affording so enormous a yield has 
unusual need for the three requisites of plant growth, viz., a fertile soil, 
abundance of water, and a sunny cJimate. It is not particular whether 
the soil be sand, clay, or loam, but it must be fairly fertile. It must be 
well supplied with moisture, either naturally or artificially, either 
throughout the soil or at a level within reach of the roots, viz., within 
12 or possibly 15 feet of the surface; but, conversely, the moisture must 
not be excessive, for stagnant water is fatal to alfalfa; last, but not 
least, the greater the sunlight the more the growth, for it is pre-emi-
nently a" child of the s~m." 
ENEMIES.- Alfala has but few enemies except the dodder, and the 
most fatal conditions are a water-logged soil and a wet cold winter. It 
is less hardy than the red clover and more difficult to cure because of 
'ts heavier growth and more fleshy stems. It will not grow so far to 
the north nor so well on the colder clays. On the other hand it will 
thrive· much farther south, and on soils whose surface and overlying 
atmosphere are much drier, providing only that the roots are well sup-
plied. In general they are not adapted to the same conditions and will 
not likely both attain their best development in the same region. 
Alfalfa is ~uch slower than clover in becoming established, and 
-in Illinois the growth of weeds is a serious difficulty to be avoided as 
far as possible by frequent mowings. At first• it sends up but few 
leaves until after the root is well established, and this first part of the 
first season is a critical time. Once established, however, it is good for 
for eight or ten years in the best locations. 
EFFECT OF MATURITY.- In general the proportion of protein de-
creases from just before bloom to full maturity, the fibre correspond-
ingly increases, while the proportion of starch, . sugar, etc., (nitrogen-
free extract) and of water remain about the same. The total digest-
ible dry matter is likely greatest about the time of full bloom. 
DIFFERENCES IN S CCE SIVE CuTTINGS.-- Invariably the great-
est weight of dry matter, and therefore of food material, is in the 
second cutting, next in the first and decreasing with successive cutting~ 
after the second. The proportion of water is highest in the first cut-
ting; of nitrogen-free extract in the second, while fiber and protein are 
about the same in the first and second, the fibre greatly increasing in 
the third and the protein as greatly falling off. 
DIGESTIBILITY .- Exhaustive experiments have not been made but 
data at hand indicate a degree of clige tibility about the same as with 
red clover. 
PASTURE.-While alfalfa flourishes under repeated cuttings it is 
killed by persistent close pasturing. It is a valuable pasture for cattle, 
sheep, and especially for hogs, but it is very liable to cause bloat among 
cattle and sheep, particularly in moist climates when the growth is 
especially succulent. 
HA Y.-- All stock relish alfalfa hay and, except for heavy work or 
for purposes of fattening, they thrive upon it as an exclusive diet. 
If the drying be too rapidly done in full exposure to the sun, as 
with clover, many of the leaves fall off leaving bare stalks whi~h make 
but inferior feed. This loss in bad cases 'amounts to as much as half 
the crop. To make the best hay from alfalf~ requires favorable condi-
tions and peculiar treatment; that is to say, a dry, sunny climate, cutting 
at full bloom, wilting, but not drying in the sun, and final curing in 
cock or windrow. This last is imperative, though often hazardous in 
a rainy locality or season. 
ENSILAGE.- Like clover, this crop is successfui in the silo, barring 
the fact that it is incon \'enient to handle. 
As A FERTILIZER.--As with all leguminous crops its growth re-
sults in a slight addition of nitrogen from the atmosphere. This addi-
tion; however, is much less than the amount consumed in growth so 
that the entire removal of this gross feeding crop without return .of · 
manure would result in rapid deterioration of the soil. 
The ratio of roots and stubble to the · top as it is cut off by the 
mower is about as 1 to 1.3, so that but little more than half of the total 
growth is removed in hay. But as the leaves and small stems are 
richest in both nitrogen and in ash the proportion of fertility removed 
is far higher. In general the stubble, above the plow and below the 
mower compares with the total plant cut off about as follows: With 
respect to nitrogen, as 12 is to rs, and with respect to ash as 4·5 is to 
ro, these figures representing the percentages' respectively of protein 
and of ash on a basis of dry matter . . 
Because of the deep rooting habit of this plant great quantities of 
mineral will be brought up from the lower levels to serve as food for 
other crops. This, added to its pJ~e~ A?. f. collecting nit~ogen, makes 
it perhaps the most valuable plaflt known for the purpose of enrich'-
ing the surface soil, providing ifbe turn~d under or, better, that a good 
proportion of the resulting manure be retur'ned to the land. 
CuLTURE.- Prepare the soil well, whether sand, loam, or clay, re-
membering that the seed is small. Sow at any time when the young 
plants will have time to become established before extremes of drouth 
. or cold come on. This, in the north, means to sow early in the spring 
after all danger of freezing is over. Do not attempt its growth on water-
logged land of any kind. Authorities differ as to the amount of seed. 
From ten to twenty pounds per acre are used broadcast apparently with 
about equal results, except that the larger amount gives better cuttings 
the first years, and, possibly, a little more even stand. It is sometimes, 
though not often, drilled with gr~in as a nurse crop. It needs no after 
cultivation, but rank growing weeds are fatal to young alfalfa which 
gr<?'YS above ground but slowly at first, and these should be early and 
often cut off with a mowing machine. It is a question not yet determ-
in~d whether alfalfa would not succeed best in Illinois when sown with 
a thin stand of oats. 
Mow as soon as blossoms appear, otherwise it will stop growing 
and rapidly become hard, woody and indigestible. Do not stop because 
of drouth as it will start the fresher for being cut. 
SEED.- This may be procured of any reliable seedsman at about 
the same cost as that of red clover. There are no varieties. 
Advantages of Alfalfa. 




It is relished, whether green or dry, by all kinds of 
It is not particular as to soil or altitude. 
It has few enemies. 
5· It endures for many years. 
live stock. 
6. Tubercles upon its roots add to the store of nitrogen. 
7· Its deep-running roots bring up great quantities of food lying 
below the reach of other crops. 
8. It is peculiarly adapted to withstanding drouth. 
Disadvantages. 
I. It is slow to start, and in early life feels the competition of 
weeds. 
2. It will not endure either extreme cold or standing water at or 
near the surface. 
3· It is difficult to make into hay except in a dry climate. 
4· The leaves fall badly, reducing the quality of the hay . 
5· It does not succeed in all climates. 
